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What others say about the book

“This book explores in magnificent detail just how much this long-term trend can reshape the world’s economy as well as the lives of ordinary people. Much credit must go to the author for the research he has done and the fascinating way he has used it to demonstrate the challenges we face as a species in the next hundred years.”

—Clem Sunter, former CEO and Chairman of Anglo American Gold and Uranium, and internationally acclaimed authority on scenario planning
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“Peeling back the layers of life in a rapidly depopulating world, the unique writing style reveals a complexity that catapults you into a future scenario that cannot be ignored.”

—Dr Pali Lehohla, Head of Statistics South Africa (2000–2017) and Chair of the UN Statistics Commission(2008-2009)
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“An intriguing analysis of how our lives could be impacted by the changing demographic trends. A must-read for anyone interested in how the future could unfold. Captivating, carefully considered and well-argued.”

—Darrell Bricker, co-author of Empty Planet: The Shock of Global Population Decline
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“Most countries’ declining birth (fertility) rates are now well below the sustainability level, with several adverse economic implications. In this tautly written and well-researched book, Shamil Ismail focuses on whether there will remain enough essential workers to maintain our urban infrastructure, or whether the lonely old (with little family support) will be living in crumbling dwellings. Malthus must be turning in his grave!”

—Professor Charles Goodhart, London School of Economics; co-author of The Great Demographic Reversal: Ageing Societies, Waning Inequality, and an Inflation Revival
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“The lockdowns in our economies were perhaps the only times in our lives that we truly appreciated our dependence on the workers we rarely notice. Shamil Ismail’s welcome focus on this critical and inelastic portion of the workforce—essential workers—requires a refinement in the definition of the dependency ratio. If an increasing portion of a shrinking workforce is required to look after the elderly and another rising share to maintain Ismail’s focus—essential work—the effective labour force available to generate economic growth as we know it just got smaller.”

—Manoj Pradhan, Talking Heads Macroeconomics; co-author of The Great Demographic Reversal: Ageing Societies, Waning Inequality, and an Inflation Revival
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On 15 November 2022, the global population passed the eight billion mark. The milestone was reached without much fanfare and elicited only minor news coverage. The world was too preoccupied with more pressing current news such as the war in Ukraine and surging inflation. Yet, it had taken a mere eleven years to add a billion people to the seven billion on the planet in 2011, and less than fifty years for the population to double from the four billion alive in 1974. As the growth rate of the human population exploded, we became more aware of the impact of human activity on the environment. More people need more things—food, clothing, consumables and assets—which require an ever-expanding industrial base to produce. The effects that these escalating activities may have on climate change are becoming evident. Summer heat waves drag on longer with new record temperatures, storms are more intense, and floods have become more devastating. Some may be justifiably concerned that this rate of human population growth cannot be sustained.

However, in recent decades a long-term trend has gathered pace that not only renders such concerns unnecessary, but could also dramatically change our societies and our quality of life. Reproduction, one of the most basic of human functions, is on the wane. Around the world, birth rates have declined as populations transitioned from large families in rural settings, to smaller families in urban areas. The trend itself is not new—it started more than a century ago, in the late 1800s. Initially, though, this development proved to be positive. With fewer children, more of the family’s resources could be allocated to each child and, over time, standards of living improved. But in many developed countries, the fertility rate (that is, the average number of children born to a female) has now fallen well below the replacement rate, which is the rate required to maintain a population. We have not yet seen the effects of this too-low fertility rate in declining global population, mostly because life expectancy has increased (which means there are more older people who can offset the decline in the number of young people). At a country level, immigration has propped up the ranks of shrinking domestic labor markets. However, a handful of countries are already experiencing a decline in their total population—in 2023, Italy’s population fell by 33,000, Japan’s by 861,000, and China’s by 2.1 million.

A decline in the total population may not be a concern for most people. Many may think that a smaller population would reduce the strain on the environment. Imagine if we could gently transition towards a more ecologically sustainable population level—the outcome could be quite beneficial. But this is, unfortunately, not that simple. Such a transition will be incredibly challenging and will fundamentally disrupt our current way of life because we have built systems and infrastructure that cannot scale down commensurately with our population decline.

Like most people, I was alarmed by the disruptions caused in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020—supermarkets running low on stock as supply chains faltered, or chronic patients unable to get routine medical check-ups—the pandemic showed how vulnerable our modern societies are to systems breakdowns, especially when they are caused by a shortage of essential workers. This made me wonder—is there a minimum level of essential workers needed to keep a society functioning? How would the trend of declining populations square up against this minimum essential worker requirement? What would happen if we passed the tipping point when there are not enough essential workers to deliver the basic services we have become accustomed to?

This book explores what would happen when declining populations result in countries reaching a tipping point where they have too few essential workers to keep their societies functioning optimally. Labor shortages, which are already evident in some developed countries, will worsen as more countries scramble to fill the ranks of their essential workforce. To make matters worse, the future generations that will have to deal with these challenges may be ill-prepared, given the current path of social development in developed countries, as this book will show. There are several other implications that can only be appreciated once we evaluate the impact on the most primary level—the effect it will have on our daily lives and activities.

Issues at the top of our minds now, such as over-consumption, pollution and environmental sustainability, will fade in significance as we have to deal with new challenges such as a lack of consumption and declining living standards. While we slate over-consumption, the modern economy has evolved to be dependent on growth—growth in sales and profits means more products and services must be provided by a growing workforce and sold to an expanding customer base. When the feedstock of such growth—the number of people—starts to diminish, consumption will naturally decline, and shrinking consumer markets will decimate economies.

The phenomenal progress and technological advancement that we have achieved over the past few centuries may make us overconfident in our ability to deal with the challenges that lie ahead. We expect that solutions will be provided by technological advances such as artificial intelligence and robotics, but this may not be the panacea we hope for. Most importantly, though, past achievements that improved the quality of our lives—notably the complex infrastructure and systems that support our societies—will come undone if there are not enough essential workers to maintain it.


With hindsight, we will come to realize that we peaked as a civilization between 1990 and 2020. It was as if the COVID-19 pandemic sounded the bell to the end of an era—a time when life was generally good and things were working fine. But now we will start to traverse the slippery slope downward. When are we likely to see the first major signs of this new reality? Which countries will be first impacted, and by when? What can we expect the world to look like in the decades to come? And what will this mean for the future of our children and our grandchildren? This book attempts to answer these intriguing questions and will, hopefully, allow us to prepare for the incredible transformation that lies ahead.
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CHAPTER 1

WAKING UP TO A HARSH REALITY
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As usual, Eva woke up at 5am. There was no particular reason for her to wake up so early, but having retired only a year ago at the age of 75, the habit is difficult to break. She ambles sleepily to the kitchen to prepare a cup of tea. The cat is still fast asleep in the corner, oblivious to any of the existential concerns that agitate people on a day-to-day basis.

As Eva waits for the water to boil, she stares out of the window at the surrounding cityscape. The previously gleaming buildings have lost their luster in the moonlight. But even in the harsh light of day, they are not their former selves. Years of neglect and being left vacant have caused many to be almost derelict. The vacancies, in turn, decimated the property market—who would want to buy a residence in a building or a suburb where half of the homes are abandoned?

She turns her head to the ceiling. The water is still dripping but it seems to be quicker now. The apartment above hers is vacant. No one has lived there since Mr Alpert passed on five years ago. Last week, a pipe burst in that apartment, but none of the residents of the building wanted to contribute to repairing it. They say it is not their responsibility, and as they are not affected by it, they just ignore it. Eva tried to call a plumber, but their rates are exorbitant. The shortage of labor has caused wages to skyrocket. Eva lives on a fixed pension and barely manages as it is. Instead, she does the next best thing and empties the bucket under the drip when it fills.

The kettle whistles as the water reaches boiling point. Eva slowly pours a cup, savoring the fragrance wafting up from her teacup. Shuffling to her living room, she contemplates how the disrepair in her apartment building simply mirrors that of the rest of the city. The same neglect can be seen in the city’s infrastructure. Roads are crumbling and water leaks run for days or weeks before being repaired. Maintenance crews are understaffed and lower tax revenues make basic maintenance a luxury these days. Signs of decay are everywhere…



Throughout our history, we have almost always had growth, progress and development. Sometimes growth slowed, sometimes it paused and, occasionally, it contracted. But in the fullness of time, we have, invariably, always progressed toward better living conditions. From the Stone Age to the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age, extending into the Renaissance, and then the Industrial Revolution—each era provided us with technological advances that have improved our quality of life. Driven by the desire to innovate and improve our conditions, humans have succeeded in molding our environment for our convenience. We have flattened forests for farmlands, built highways to speed up transport, and consumed fossil fuels voraciously to drive our civilization forward. Today, we find ourselves in the Information Age, where we harness the power of information technology in remarkable ways to advance civilization along a new developmental path.

But this could be the last stage of growth for us. Several trends are coalescing that compromise this growth, ushering in a new era that will be characterized by continuous contraction and decline. The change will not be brought about by any external threat—it is driven by our choices and changes in preferences. The change will not come about suddenly. It is already creeping up on us slowly, being hardly noticeable at first. It will steadily gain pace and its consequences will snowball as it progresses. The Age of Decay has already commenced.

The main cause of the impending transition is the rapid decline of fertility rates around the world. In the 1970s, when the global population passed the four billion mark, there was a generally held view that the global population was exploding and that Earth would not be able to sustain such an escalation in numbers. The book The Population Bomb1, published in 1968, became a bestseller with sensational predictions that hundreds of millions of people could starve to death by the 1970s. A report published in 1972 by the Club of Rome titled The Limits to Growth2 concluded that if growth trends in the world population, together with industrialization, pollution, food production problems, and resource depletion continued unchanged, then the limits to growth on the planet would be reached at some point within the next 100 years. The report predicted that this would result in a sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity. These alarming scenarios echoed the 18th century Malthusian theory, which held that the rapid rise in population would result in mass starvation in some parts of the world, leading, ultimately, to economic decline. Fortunately, these apocalyptic scenarios did not come to pass. Instead, more and more countries will come to experience declining populations in the decades ahead, not by starvation or due to a lack of resources—rather, through the choices and circumstances of individuals choosing to have fewer or no children at all.

Almost as soon as The Population Bomb and The Limits to Growth were published, the rate of population growth started to slow. Annual global population growth peaked at 2.1% in 1970, but had eased to 1.8% by 1980. By the year 2000, it was at 1.3%, and two decades later it had decreased to 1.1%. The corresponding demographic data have shown a precipitous decline in fertility rates, especially in developed countries where women have been exposed to more educational and career opportunities, which competed with child-rearing as a defining purpose in life. The latest United Nations forecasts show that the world population is not on a continuous upward trajectory, and may not be heading towards unsustainable levels of population. Instead, the growth trend may taper off in the next few decades, and then start to reverse.

While the forecasts show the global population only peaking several decades from now, and then decline by the end of the century, the global data mask significant variations in population trends between countries and regions. Low fertility rates in some regions are offset by higher rates elsewhere. Viewed at the level of individual countries, though, the impact of declines in population will be evident in a few countries within the next decade. From there, the situation will quickly worsen, initiating a trend that will be difficult, if not impossible, to reverse. The handful of countries that will initially experience these challenges may find them relatively easy to deal with, but a cascading effect will be set in motion when several countries grapple with similar labor and consumer shortages.

Indeed, the generations to come will face some incredible challenges, unlike anything we have experienced in modern history. But their challenge won’t be unique. After all, ancient civilizations have fallen, including the empires of the Romans, Mayans, Byzantines and Sumerians. These empires fell for a variety of reasons—be it battle losses, civil strife, and the splintering of the populace into smaller factions. The difference this time around is that our decline is by choice. We choose to thin out our numbers voluntarily, and the consequences will be far-reaching.

Can we avoid this future? The forecasts and predictions in this book may seem grim, but there are opportunities too. The most exciting potential development is that the 22nd century could become the “African Century”. Unlike most of the rest of the world, many African countries will still boast fertility rates well above the replacement rate for the next few decades. The continent could therefore become the primary source of surplus labor supply, and would play a vital role in filling the growing labor gaps in the West. It would be in the interest of developed countries to invest in education and training on the African continent, as they could draw on this skills base when their own labor pool thins out.
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CHAPTER 2

FROM BABY BOOM TO BABY BUST
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Eva had dozed off after enjoying her cup of tea. Waking up early and watching the sun rise had always been a routine that she preferred enjoying alone, basking in her own random thoughts. But every now and then, a feeling of loneliness crept in, and she would become aware of her isolation.

Eva was raised a single child in a doting family. This was common at the time and most of her friends also came from single-child homes. Growing up, she did not have to compete with any siblings and her parents spoiled her. She became accustomed to this family structure, and when she married Sam at the age of 30, having one child was the only sensible option for them too. Eva thought about phoning her son, Matthew, but decided against it. He is probably very busy with his work—he seems consumed by it and hardly has a social life. Matthew will turn 40 in September and is still single. He seems in no hurry to get married or start a family of his own. He could be the end of their family line, she thinks morbidly, and momentarily regrets not having had more children.




The small, urban family is a fairly recent development. Before the mid-twentieth century, large families were the norm. The number of children in families often extended into high single-digits, and sometimes even into double-digits. A large brood was a source of wealth and pride. Children were valuable assets who could contribute to the household’s productivity and were also a useful retirement policy, as they could care for their parents when they grew old. Children provided extra pairs of hands that helped with chores and shared in the workload of the rural home—after all, more hands make light work. As recently as 2011, children in Uzbekistan were still taken out of school for up to two months, so that they could help pick cotton during the harvest season.3 And as a retirement plan, the value system into which children in rural areas were born placed a great emphasis on family duties and responsibilities. Children were obligated, out of respect for their elders, to provide and care for their parents in their old age.

In the past, infant mortality rates were high and having more children increased the probability that some would survive—to work the farm and look after their parents in later years. Limited birth control and family planning services also resulted in more unplanned pregnancies and births in the past. In short, the fertility rate was high.

All this began to change during the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century. Factories and industries sprang up in cities and needed labor. Rural workers were drawn to cities in search of exciting new employment opportunities. The migration from the countryside to cities—urbanization—has been a trend in all countries that have undergone industrial development. Industrialization and urbanization have generally resulted in improved standards of living for the population. But urbanization has also led to a dramatic change in the traditional family structure.

As people move from rural to urban areas in search of better jobs and higher income, parents realize that raising children in cities is very different to raising them in a rural community. Rearing children in the countryside is a hands-off affair: Children can be left to their own devices to play and explore with their friends in familiar surroundings, with the community on hand to ensure they are safe. The African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child”, neatly encapsulates child-rearing in rural environments. In cities, however, children require much more resources from parents. They need to be fed, clothed and schooled. They need after-school care and parents are more involved, because they cannot simply expect children to go play outside in a much more menacing environment. A large family needs a larger home and these are significantly more expensive in cities. Consequently, instead of drawing on children as an economic resource and a source of labor in the countryside, children in the cities become an expense as they need to be educated and cared for. And as standards of living increased in cities, parents in developed countries became less reliant on children to care for them in their old age. They could save and have retirement plans that are independent of children. City-dwelling parents soon realized that smaller family sizes made more sense—it was less expensive, and it allowed parents to give more attention and resources to each individual child, which improved the prospects of their offspring. And raising one child gives the maximum benefit of channelling all possible care and attention to a single recipient.

Besides the additional cost and effort involved in raising children in cities, women are also afforded greater opportunities in urban areas. Women can attain higher levels of education than they might be able to in a rural community. And once they are educated and qualified, the career opportunities that open up for women can be appealing enough to delay starting a family. Accordingly, women in developed countries with high levels of urbanization tend to have children later in life. This results in a shorter period of reproductive time available—a woman in her early thirties may only have about ten years left to bear children, whereas someone in their early twenties could have twenty years to build a family. Often, women who choose to start a family later in life may not have the time to have a second or third child before their biological clock runs out. Some of those women who delay this step may find that when they do feel they are ready to take the plunge, life’s circumstances may not be aligned for them—for instance, they may not be in a healthy relationship or their partner may not share their desire to start a family at that time. All the while, their fertility window is closing. The documentary film Birthgap—Childless World presented interesting research findings in this regard; it concluded that the majority of childless women at the end of their fertility window in low birth-rate nations did not intend to end up in that situation. Writer and researcher Stephen J Shaw terms this “unplanned childlessness”.4

The introduction of reliable contraception from the 1960s was yet another important disrupting force in the fertility rates of developed nations. Contraceptive use among women in urban areas is generally higher than in rural areas,5 which further contributes to smaller family sizes in cities.

As a result of these factors, global fertility rates more than halved from 5.3 in 1963 to 2.3 in 2020.6 The situation in high-income countries is much more acute, with the fertility rate dropping to 1.5 by 2020, which is well below the replacement rate of 2.1 (basically, two children are needed to replace the mother and father, while the additional 0.1 accounts for children who may not reach adulthood).

Consequently, average family sizes have steadily decreased in developed countries. The average number of people per household in the United States dropped from 5.6 in 1850, to 2.6 in 2018.7 Furthermore, the proportion of mothers at the end of their childbearing years in the United States who have borne only one child doubled from 11% in 1976 to 22% in 2014.8 And across the pond, the trend was even more pronounced. In the European Union, about 49% of families had only one child by 2021, with Portugal recording the highest ratio at 59%.9 There is also a growing trend of childlessness among women at the end of their reproductive period. Research shows that the rates of childlessness at age 40–44 have increased in most OECD countries, with around 20% of women in this age group childless in Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States.10

Figure 1: Fertility rates globally
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Source: United Nations

Mobilizing women in the urban workforce has undoubtedly been an important step for gender equality. But having fewer children slows population growth and opting for only one child (or no children at all) can shrink population sizes significantly within only two generations. The impact that single-child family structures across multiple generations can have on population growth is demonstrated in Figure 2.

If two sets of parents had one child each, and their children marry and, in turn, have one child only, then after only around 90 years, the size of this family cluster would drop from four people in the first generation to three people two generations later (after the passing of the grandparents). While this may not, at first glance, seem too concerning, it is a reduction of 25%. Consider the impact of this pattern on a larger scale—if most families in a population were to follow this trend (which seems to increasingly be the case), the overall population could drop by as much as 25% in less than a century. This is a major population reduction, but it could be even worse. For example, China, which applied a strict one-child policy between 1980 and 2016, is forecast to experience an even more dramatic decline in population of 56% over the next 80 years. This may be a consequence of the preference for male offspring during the one-child policy period (which means there are fewer potential mothers), as well as a rising proportion of Chinese women preferring to be childless.11

Figure 2: Impact of single-child families
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In the illustration above, the fertility rate is equal to 1, which means that, on average, a woman has one child during her lifetime. To keep population numbers constant, a fertility rate of 2.1 is required; in other words, on average a woman should have 2.1 children in her lifetime. Falling well short of this rate results in a significant population decline in a matter of decades.

The world population grew exponentially in the last century despite the continuous decline in fertility rates over this period—this was mainly due to increased life expectancy. The global population had been mostly stable for millennia as, in the past, population numbers were kept in check by wars, famines and short life expectancy. However, with advances in technology and healthcare, life expectancy has increased and episodes of famine and disease have been all but eradicated in developed countries. The global population remained below one billion for most of history and only surpassed that milestone in the 19th century. The graph below shows that, after the end of the Second World War in 1945, the population grew at a rapid rate, with one billion people added roughly every 12 to 15 years.

Figure 3: Global population over the past millennium (millions)
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Source: United Nations

The alarming increase in the population size by the late 20th century raised some fears that population growth would outpace food production, and would cause mass starvation and suffering—echoing the Malthusian theory. The concerns resulted in some radical actions being adopted, none more so than China’s one-child policy. This policy, which was implemented in 1980, restricted families to a single child, with penalties imposed to enforce the rule. In hindsight, though, this harsh policy may have been unnecessary, as it coincided with two key developments taking hold in China at the time, both of which would naturally drive fertility rates down: urbanization, and increased education opportunities for females. Let’s briefly consider both.

When China adopted the one-child policy, the country’s urbanization level was low at only 19%, which meant that 81% of the population lived in rural areas. But as the Chinese economy opened up in the mid-1990s, its urbanization increased dramatically and reached 64% by 2020. This was actually the largest migration of people in the history of the world12, representing a transfer of about 726 million people from rural areas to urban locations in the space of only 40 years.

Figure 4: Urbanization rate in China: 1980–2021
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Source: China CDC Weekly

As urbanization increased in China, more female children gained access to better education in the cities. Female secondary school enrolment in China increased substantially from 23% in 1983 to 88% by 2010,13 and women now outnumber men in tertiary enrolment in that country.14 As noted earlier, higher urbanization and better education opportunities for women would have naturally lowered the fertility rate. Thus, China would have experienced an easing in the fertility rate even without a state-enforced birth-control policy.

Globally, other factors have also contributed to lower fertility rates. For example, religious households tend to have larger families and over the past few decades there has been a decline in religious conformity—which, in turn, would result in more small families. The movement away from religion is generally associated with higher-income countries,15 which would partly explain the lower fertility rates in most developed countries.

So, over the past 60 years we have moved from being concerned that exploding population growth could lead to an overcrowded planet and rampant famine to the realization that, in the near future, the global population will start to decline. The United Nations forecasts that the population of 8 billion people in 2022 will peak at 10.3 billion by 2084. Other forecasts, such as those of the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis,16 are more sobering. They project the global population will peak at 9.7 billion in 2070 and drop to 9.3 billion by 2100. Regardless of which demographic forecast model is more accurate, the underlying message is clear—the next generation will live through a time when the world undergoes some dramatic changes as more and more countries’ populations begin to shrink.

We noted earlier that a fertility rate of 2.1 (the replacement rate) is needed to maintain a population. In 2022, though, 110 countries had fertility rates below the 2.1 replacement rate.17 This means that more than half of the world’s 195 countries do not have sustainable fertility rates, and are at risk of declining in population within the next few decades. The problem is not a short-term trend either, as 81 of these countries recorded a rate below 2.1 in 2012, and 68 countries were already below the replacement rate in 2000. If anything, the list of countries with below-replacement fertility rates will only increase in the years ahead.

Figure 5: Global population projections (billions)
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Source: United Nations, IIASA Wittgenstein Centre

Table 1 lists the 20 countries with the lowest fertility rates in 2022.

South Korea heads this list with an astonishingly low fertility rate of 0.78, which means that on average women there bear fewer than one child. In the top 20 list, thirteen countries are in Europe, six are in Asia, and one is in North America. All the G7 countries (which are seven of the world’s most advanced economies) have fertility rates below the replacement rate of 2.1, with Italy being the lowest at 1.24, followed by Japan at 1.26. Clearly, the decline in fertility is most prominent in the developed world. A full list of fertility rates for each country is provided in Appendix 1.

There are very important social and economic consequences of not meeting the replacement rate. As fertility rates drop and life expectancy rises with improved healthcare, there is an increase in the ratio of aged people (those older than 65 years) to working-age people (those aged 15 to 64 years, whom I will refer to as “workers” for brevity). The conventional measure used by demographers is the age-dependency ratio, which calculates the number of dependents under the age of 15 and over the age of 65, compared with the working-age population of 15 to 64 years old. This ratio is usually expressed as a percentage, and the global average was 54% in 2023. However, it is intuitively easier to understand the inverse of this ratio, that is, the number of workers per dependent, which we can refer to as the worker-to-dependent ratio. The age-dependency ratio of 54% in 202318 is equivalent to a worker-to-dependent ratio of 1.9, meaning there are on average 1.9 workers per dependent.

Table 1: Top 20 countries with the lowest fertility rates (2.1 is the replacement rate)











	

	1990

	2000

	2012

	2022




	South Korea

	1.57

	1.48

	1.30

	0.78




	Singapore

	1.83

	1.60

	1.29

	1.04




	Spain

	1.36

	1.22

	1.32

	1.16




	China

	2.51

	1.63

	1.80

	1.18




	Italy

	1.33

	1.26

	1.43

	1.24




	Japan

	1.54

	1.36

	1.41

	1.26




	Poland

	2.06

	1.37

	1.33

	1.26




	Ukraine

	1.85

	1.12

	1.53

	1.27




	Finland

	1.78

	1.73

	1.80

	1.32




	Thailand

	2.09

	1.61

	1.59

	1.32




	Canada

	1.83

	1.51

	1.63

	1.33




	Bosnia And Herzegovina

	1.79

	1.28

	1.29

	1.35




	Switzerland

	1.58

	1.50

	1.52

	1.39




	Austria

	1.46

	1.36

	1.44

	1.41




	Norway

	1.93

	1.85

	1.85

	1.41




	Russia

	1.89

	1.20

	1.69

	1.42




	Greece

	1.39

	1.25

	1.34

	1.43




	Portugal

	1.56

	1.55

	1.28

	1.43




	United Arab Emirates

	4.54

	2.73

	1.67

	1.44




	Germany

	1.45

	1.38

	1.41

	1.46






Source: World Bank

For the purposes of demographic planning and forecasting, the conventional age-dependency ratio’s treatment of children as a burden to the economy may be misleading, because children are only temporary dependents, and more importantly, they do not draw pensions. Within a few years children will become productive contributors to the economy, while the aged will remain permanent dependents and continue to draw on the social welfare system. In faster-aging countries, the number of people entering the aged bracket (older than 65 years) is often higher than the birth rate, which means that including children in the calculation may obscure the severity of the situation. This can be seen in the example of Italy in the chart below, where the worker-to-dependent ratio excluding children is dropping at a much faster rate than the traditional measure including children. For the remainder of this book, I will exclude children and focus on the worker-to-aged ratio.


Figure 6: Dependency ratio (number of workers per dependent)—Italy
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Source: United Nations

Let us now consider the worker-to-aged ratio across different regions. The table below shows that the ratio of worker-to-aged people has dropped dramatically over the past 60 years on all continents, except Africa. Note that although Africa’s worker-to-aged ratio has also declined somewhat since 1960, the drop is not as significant. Africa’s worker-to-aged ratio remains much higher than the rest of the world, and will continue to exceed the other regions by the end of the century.

Table 2: Ratio of worker-to-aged people












	

	1960

	1990

	2020

	2050

	2100




	Europe

	7.4

	5.3

	3.4

	2.0

	1.7




	North America

	6.9

	5.4

	4.0

	2.6

	2.0




	Latin America

	16.6

	12.8

	7.6

	3.5

	1.7




	Asia

	15.2

	12.7

	7.4

	3.5

	2.0




	Africa

	16.9

	16.6

	16.2

	11.0

	4.4






Source: United Nations

In Europe, there were 7.4 workers for every aged person in 1960. By 2020, this more than halved to 3.4 workers per aged person. By the end of this century, this ratio will further reduce to 1.7 workers per aged person in Europe. Similar declines are forecast for the Americas, as well as Asia. On the other hand, while Africa’s ratio is also expected to drop, it will still be comparatively high at 4.4 workers per aged person by 2100 (which is higher than the figure for Europe and North America in 2020).

The decline in the number of workers supporting a growing cohort of aged people will present massive challenges to governments, corporations and households. I will explore the impact of this in detail in subsequent chapters. But first, there is another problem that may be even more consequential, and could result in us experiencing the effects well before the global population starts to decline. That problem is the decline in the number of essential workers needed to sustain a functioning society.

[image: image]







CHAPTER 3

ESSENTIAL WORKERS WILL DETERMINE THE TIPPING POINT

[image: image]




The water seems to drip faster now. How much damage will the burst pipe upstairs cause before others in the building are also affected, wonders Eva. Perhaps then the residents will come together and pay for the repairs in the vacant apartment above hers. But that faintest glimmer of hope quickly disappears when she thinks about the other issues in their apartment block. Regular maintenance has long since ceased, and now many things are falling into disrepair. The elevators are unpredictable and to avoid getting stuck overnight waiting for a repairman to come, most residents use the stairwell. At her age, though, walking up and down the stairs to her seventh floor apartment is difficult. So she limits her trips outside to just once or twice a week. It is a pity being cooped up in her apartment, because the park is just across the road. She misses her early evening walks in the park and chatting with the locals from the neighborhood.
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